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Brazil's aviation crisis became even worse with the deadliest crash in the country's history on July 17
when a plane sped off a runway and into a building. The government of President Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva has come under intense criticism over the poor state of the country's airline system, with
massive delays, safety concerns, and chronic congestion.
Lula replaced his defense minister, the top official in charge of civil aviation, after the crash. The
crash in Sao Paulo came after what had previously been the worst disaster in Brazilian aviation, a
Sept. 29, 2006, crash between two jets in the Amazon, leaving 154 dead. The air travel system had
already been in crisis as passengers faced long delays and cancellations, a situation that was badly
aggravated after the July 17 crash.

More than 350 deaths
On the evening of July 17, TAM Airlines flight number 3054 failed to decelerate when it landed on
the main runway of Congonhas airport in southern Sao Paulo. The plane veered off the runway
and hit a TAM Express building and exploded in flames, killing all 187 people aboard the plane and
another 12 people in the building.
The runway was wet and slippery because of rain, and the plane, an Airbus A320, shot across the
runway much more quickly than normal. Witness Junior Matos said, "The plane accelerated when
it reached the end of the runway and tried to take off again to avoid the road." Later reports have
contradicted that view. There had been prior complaints about how short the Congonhas runway is
and its proximity to urban structures, and Congonhas airport had long been operating over capacity.
In February, amid fears that the airport was too close to residential areas and that its runways
were indeed too short, a federal court briefly banned three types of large jet the Fokker 100, Boeing
737-800 and Boeing 737-700 from using the airport. The decision was overturned, but officials
ordered that the runway be resurfaced which happened in June.
But Brazil's airport authority said work to groove the runway, to help clear rain water, was not
scheduled to take place until July 28, after the concrete had settled. On July 18, Armando Schneider
Filho, director of engineering for the nation's airport authority Infraero, said it met international
safety standards. "I can confirm that there was no possibility of skidding on this runway. Twenty
minutes before the accident, Infraero performed a visual inspection of the runway and detected no
problems. It was wet, but there was no accumulation of water," he told a news conference.
On July 16, two other, smaller planes skidded off the airport's runway. Opposition politicians
attacked the decision to use the runway before the grooving work was done. Most of the passengers
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and crew on board TAM flight 3054 were Brazilian, including an opposition Congress member,
Julio Redecker of the Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB). There were also two French
nationals, an Argentine and a Peruvian.
Brazilian opposition lawmakers have attacked the government's management of the air travel
system since September, when a passenger plane operated by Gol Linhas Aereas Inteligentes SA
collided over the Amazon with a business jet owned by a US company, killing 154 people. The
smaller aircraft was able to land safely, but the passenger plane crashed in the Amazon, killing
all aboard. The role that air traffic controllers played in the disaster is still under investigation.
Prosecutors have sought to charge the two US pilots of the business jet in Brazil's courts.
A Brazilian judge indicted four flight controllers and the smaller jet's two US pilots on the
equivalent of manslaughter charges, but the defendants point to other problems, from holes in
radar coverage to the inability of some Brazilian controllers to clearly speak English, the language of
international aviation.

Protests against Lula's government follow crash
About 5,000 Brazilians demonstrated in Sao Paulo on July 29 to blame the authorities for the aviation
disaster. The protesters marched through the city to the smoke-blackened ruins of the cargo
terminal where the plane crashed. The protesters carried flowers and placards with slogans blaming
the authorities for not acting to prevent the crash.
Among the marchers were relatives of some of the people killed. Dr. Mauricio Pereira wore a Tshirt with a picture of his 22-year-old daughter who was killed in the crash. He held a banner saying:
"Corrupt and incompetent officials killed my daughter," the Associated Press reported. Another
banner read: "Misgoverning kills". Lula has come under fire for not doing more to invest in the
country's airport infrastructure in a time when the economy is doing well and air travel is booming.
Protesters called on Brazilians to boycott commercial flights on Aug. 18, when they plan another
demonstration at Congonhas. Singing the national anthem with jets landing just hundreds of meters
away, Maria Furquim raised her fist and waved a placard saying that Brazilian politicians have
turned into murderers because their inaction led to the crash. "We're just totally fed up with what
this country is coming to," Furquim said. "Brazil doesn't deserve it."

Lula replaces top aviation official
Lula responded to a week of protest and criticism by naming a former Supreme Court president
as his new top aviation official. Lula put Nelson Jobim, 61, in the post of defense minister, which
doubles as the civil aviation chief, taking over from Waldir Pires, 80, who was fired, a Presidential
Palace spokesperson said in Brasilia on July 25. "Lula is trying to show he is starting to solve the
problem," said Cristiano Noronha, an analyst at political consulting company Arko Advice in
Brasilia. "He took too long to replace Pires, but better late than never. It's a start."
A total of more than 350 people perished in two plane crashes since September, which put Pires
at the center of Lula's biggest crisis of confidence since he won a second term last year. The TAM
disaster capped a year of growing chaos in the aviation system fueled by labor unrest, equipment
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failures and surging passenger demand in addition to the crashes. "The president informed Pires
that the decision was necessary in order to deal with the aviation crisis," Marcelo Baumbach, Lula's
spokesman, told journalists in Brasilia.
In a speech in Brasilia, Lula said the government "will do what is needed and spend what is
necessary" to resolve the crisis. Jobim, also a former justice minister, will probably replace the heads
of the country's civil aviation agency and airport authority, Noronha said. "He is not an aviation
expert but that is not essential," said Noronha. "What he needs to know is how to pick efficient
people and he has a lot of competence to do that."
"Accidents happen all over the world, in all cities and even in our homes," Pires told reporters. "The
government is extremely concerned about finding a solution to the problem." "It's no secret to any
Brazilian that we have an aviation crisis," Lula said at Jobim's swearing-in, vowing to do whatever it
took to resolve the situation. He acknowledged feeling anxiety about flying in general. "Every time
the airplane door closes, I deliver myself to God," the president said.
Pires, a veteran leftist politician and longtime friend of Lula, is widely seen as a political appointee
who brought little competence to the defense job. Flights cancelled and diverted in large numbers
Citing safety concerns over heavy rain and a short runway, TAM airlines canceled or diverted 90
flights July 24 at Congonhas airport.
Other airlines continued to fly in and out of Congonhas - Brazil's busiest airport - but it was
periodically closed by authorities to all traffic during the rain. Before the crash, Congonhas handled
about 600 takeoffs and landings a day.
TAM cancellations stranded thousands of passengers. Brazil's biggest airline said it made the
decision for passenger safety because of heavy rains that started the day before and were predicted
to last through the next day. Officials have closed the 1,939-meter main runway at Congonhas,
slick and short by modern standards, since the July 17 crash while investigators "complete their
inspection to see if it played any role in the disaster," said Ana Carla Mafra, spokesperson for
Infraero.
The head of the Air Force's air accident probe center also said earlier it was one of the factors under
investigation. But another Infraero spokesperson, Leonardo Mota Neto, insisted it was safe. "There
is no way the runway can be blamed for the accident." Airlines have been forced to use the 1,435meter backup runway, cutting the safety margin for takeoffs and landings. TAM said the backup
runway was insufficient for some of its aircraft in bad weather. But Infraero's Mafra said the smaller
runway could still be used under rainy conditions by the aircraft cited by the TAM spokeswoman.
TAM's competitor, Gol Linhas Aereas, continued to operate its 737-700s from Congonhas. The
Conselho de Aviacao Civil (CONAC) aviation authority subsequently withdrew 151 flights from
the Congonhas airport on July 30 and also transferred two private flights to Jundiai, some 60 km
northwest of Sao Paulo. Many passengers said they would wait out delays that could last days, but
some gave up trying to fly. Delays and cancellations struck 40 to 60% of all Brazilian flights after the
crash. "This is a joke," said Jose Tereza, a 52-year-old doctor whose flight was canceled because of
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rain July 24. He spent 16 hours in the airport, only to see it canceled again the next morning. "Now
I'm going to have to take a six-hour bus ride, but I'm hearing the buses are packed because of this."
Tereza, like many critics, blamed the administration of Lula for failing to invest enough in airports
over the past five years while the number of flights and passengers has increased dramatically. His
advice for foreigners planning to travel to Brazil: "The best thing is to wait a year and see if Lula
dies."
A two-hour radar outage of the Amazon on July 21 added to the woes of a system already reeling
from the crash in Sao Paulo. It forced the diversion, delay or cancellation of international flights to
and from Brazil - the first time the nearly yearlong crisis of periodic mass cancellations and delays
has severely affected international flights. The Air Force blamed the outage on an electrical failure.
US flights bound for Brazil had to turn back to Miami or land in Puerto Rico and Chile. The ripple
effects stranded thousands nationwide and forced the delays and diversions in international flights.
On July 25, of the 149 flights scheduled to depart Congonhas airport, 118 were canceled and nine
delayed, airport authority Infraero said. TAM canceled 36 flights using Congonhas and rerouted 25
to the international airport. About 60% of 1,127 scheduled flights in Brazil were delayed or canceled,
Infraero said in its Web site.
Conditions for passengers grew more chaotic July 24 as Gol Linhas Aereas Inteligentes SA, Brazil's
second-largest airline, told customers to avoid air travel in the country this month. The government
later announced an indefinite ban on new ticket sales for flights in and out of Congonhas. Daily
newspaper Folha de Sao Paulo reported that deaths on federal highways increased amid heavier
traffic in the wake of the crash in Congonhas. The volume of accidents in the month of June grew
by 17.46% in relation to the same month in 2006. The number of deaths went up 15.5% and injuries
increased by 13.6%.
The Policia Rodoviaria Federal, or federal highway police, said the increase of traffic caused by
passengers leaving airports and going on the road was the greatest factor contributing to the
increase. Underinvestment congests Brazil's airways The root of the aviation problem remains
chronic underinvestment in radar, runways and other aspects of Brazil's infrastructure. Safety
upgrades, backup systems and even training for air traffic controllers were delayed for years despite
exponential growth in flights serving South America's robust economies.
The September plane crash in the Amazon prompted a series of work stoppages and slowdowns
by air traffic controllers protesting precarious working conditions and lack of air safety. The
resulting long lines and flight delays infuriated passengers forced to wait hours or days with little
or no information. Ticket-counter revolts became routine, with one group of nearly 40 stranded
passengers briefly invading the landing strip of a small airport in southern Brazil in late November."
Around Brazil, thousands argued with airline employees, demanding that they be given hotel rooms
and ticket refunds. Many slept on airport floors, using luggage as pillows. Some irate passengers
invaded a parked plane in the city of Fortaleza to protest. Delays and congestion reached new
heights after the Congonhas disaster, but mass cancellations and congestion had been a frequent
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feature of Brazilian air travel before. In December, for example, the aviation authorities cancelled
flights at three major airports. Radar failures often have ripple effects on the air system as well.
Because Brazil remains one of the last countries in Latin America where the military is responsible
for civilian flight controllers, striking is tantamount to treason. Many in Brazil suspect recent radar
outages that have sporadically stalled domestic air travel are actually veiled work stoppages. Jorge
Botelho, president of the union representing air traffic controllers, played down the idea of sabotage
causing radar problems on July 21, saying the government wants to blame controllers to avoid
responsibility for systemic air safety problems.
"Every time there's a problem, they're going to accuse the controllers," he told the governmentrun Agencia Brasil news agency. "There have been warnings, warnings, warnings about the need
to do something about the communications systems, about the runways," said Brazilian aviation
consultant Elias Gedeon. "The government didn't understand the importance of this. This is very
bad for Brazil." Gedeon says the problems stretch back at least five years.
Spending on aviation security has averaged only US$248 million a year since 2003, when Silva took
office, about half of what was spent in 2002. Gedeon says another problem is that the government
has doled out top aviation posts to political appointees with little or no expertise.

Possible causes of TAM crash
The news weekly Veja reported over the July 21-22 weekend that information from the flight
recorders showed one of the jet's throttles was in the accelerate position instead of idle while
touching down, suggesting pilot error. Veja did not say how it obtained the information. The
recorders were analyzed in the US and brought back to Brazil.
But many protesters at Congonhas said they doubted the report because it would ease pressure on
Lula. "It's the best thing for Lula that could have happened," said Gabriela Paulino, a lawyer who
did not know anyone on the TAM Airbus A320 but carried a single yellow rose for the victims. "Now
they're going to blame the pilot because he's dead."
The plane's right reverse thruster was also deactivated when it landed, but TAM Linhas Aereas SA
said that was in keeping with government-approved safety measures and that the plane was safe
to fly. Brazil's air force issued a statement saying investigators have not disclosed any information
about the data recorder to outside sources, and that Veja's suggestion of pilot error was just one of
many being studied.
The magazine said the incorrect throttle position caused the plane to speed down the runway at
Congonhas airport three times faster than normal, and may have prompted the plane to veer off the
runway's edge. It also said the short runway played a role in the crash because the troubled jet did
not have enough room to stop.

Leaked transcript points to human, mechanical error
The aircraft's spoilers wing flaps normally raised to help slow the plane on landing weren't
employed, said Deputy Efraim Filho, a member of a congressional panel probing civil aviation
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conditions in Brazil. Only one of the plane's reverse thrusters was functional at the time, Filho said
on Aug. 1. The pilots were aware of the situation, calling "no spoilers" seconds before the crash,
according to transcripts of the cockpit voice recorder.
The transcripts show the plane could not slow down after it landed and the pilots tried to brake until
the end, never attempting to abort the landing, Filho said in a telephone interview from Brasilia.
The right turbine's reverse thruster was not functional at the time of the crash, TAM, Brazil's biggest
airline, said last month, confirming Filho's assessments. The reverse thruster slows a plane after
touchdown, reducing wear on the brakes and cutting the distance needed on a runway for landing.
The Brazilian daily Folha de Sao Paulo also reported that according to the flight data recorder, one
of the plane's throttles was in the wrong position as it touched down, causing it to speed up instead
of slow down. The congressional commission did not review that data publicly. But putting the
throttle in the wrong position would have only complicated an already challenging landing for the
pilots. "That is the classic aircraft accident," said J.A. Donoghue, editor in chief of Aerosafety World.
"There is not just one thing that causes it, but rather it is a cascading series of events."

-- End --
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